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Abstract  

The party system comprises mostly of the one-party, the two-party and the multi-
party systems. While some countries have practiced the one-party system such as 

Russia and China, others have practiced the two-party system such as Britain 
and the United States of America (USA). But other countries like Nigeria, 

France, Italy, etc. have practiced the multi-party system. Nigeria is a plural 

society. The multi-party system appears to be best for a plural society. However, 
experience has shown that nations have evolved the type of democracy that best 

serves the wishes and aspirations of their people. Because of the weak political 
culture in Nigeria, the multi-party system has been abused to the extent that 

there are 91 registered political parties in the country, 73 of which contested the 

office of the president in the 2019 general elections. This easily leads to a 

chaotic situation in the electoral processes. A Ph.D. research work conducted in 

2015 revealed that Nigerians preferred the two-party system as against the 

present multi-party system as practiced in the country. It is therefore suggested 
in this paper that the two-party system be introduced in Nigeria as this reflects 

the wishes of Nigerians. It is also recommended that an elaborate research be 
conducted by the state to further confirm the wishes of the Nigerian people in 

this regard. 

 

Keywords: One-Party, Two-Party, Multi-Party, Democracy, Political Parties, 

Election. 

Introduction  

Nigeria is a heterogeneous society with diverse peoples and cultures. The 

religious beliefs are also not homogeneous, hence Nigeria is best described as a plural 

society. By this we mean Nigeria is made up of different ethnic group, languages, 

cultures and religious beliefs. 

Pluralism is not limited to Nigeria. Many societies and nations are pluralistic in 

nature. Pluralism in general term refers to segments in a society. A society can hardly be 

homogeneous in all respects. It is often composed of different groups of diverse interests 

and persuasion. A plural society therefore is a society that is divided by what Eckstein 

(1966) calls “segmental cleavages”. According to him, “this exists where political 

divisions follow very closely and especially concern lines of objective social 
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differentiation, especially those particularly salient in a society. Multi-party system is 

often associated with plural society because it is believed that the different ethic groups, 

cultures and different religious beliefs would freely join or form the political party of 

their choice. 

Going by Eckstein’s definition, it is implied that political parties, interest groups, 

media of communication, schools and voluntary associations tend to be organized along 

the lines of segmental cleavages. Since the main focus of this paper is on political parties, 

other areas of segmental cleavages outside of political parties shall to a large extent be 

excluded from this discourse. 

This paper shall therefore focus on the formation of political parties in Nigeria, 

their dynamics, the party system, the impact of ethnic pluralism on performances of 

political parties, and the way forward for party system in Nigeria. 

 

Literature Review 

The main terms in this paper are the one-party, two-party and the multi-party 

system. It is therefore imperative that these terms be discussed under the literature review. 

 

The One-Party System: 

The One-party system is a system of government in which one political party is 

officially and constitutionally permitted by law to operate in a country. This implies that 

official opposition is not allowed. Anyaele (1994), on his part, aver that “one party 

system may be defined as a political system in which only one political party is legally 

and constitutionally allowed to operate or through gradual elimination of other political 

parties through the electoral processes”. He added that “the formation or existence of 

other political parties apart from the party legally recognized or perpetuated in power in 

one party state is regarded as an act of treason, which may earn the leaders of such party 

or parties imprisonment, deportation or are detained”. 

The genesis of the one-party system is traceable to Soviet Russia. The Bolsherick 

Revolution of 1917 in Russia saw the emergence of the Communist Philosophy. This 

philosophy leaves no room for any ideology that is inconsistent with Marxism. 

Marxism postulates that the material contradictions inherent in the society, which 

they referred to as “thesis and antithesis”, can only be resolved by way of synthesis. Thus, 

the clash of class interests between the interests of the capitalist and the proletariat, can 

only be resolved by a revolution which will produce a new synthesis – the communist 

society. During the greater part of the 20th century, the one-party system became popular 

in many countries. They include the Soviet Union (USSR), Albania, Bulgaria, 

Czechoslovakia, the former East-Germany, Hungary, Poland, Romania, Yugoslavia, and 

some communist states in Asia. In Africa, the one-party system was attempted at one 

time or the other by Ghana, Uganda, Guinea, Kenya and Tanzania. 

The one-party system has its own advantages and disadvantages. For example, 

the energy and resources expended on the struggle for power by the various political 

parties is saved in a one-party system. Such energies and resources could be used for 
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positive developmental ventures. But a major disadvantage of the one-party system is it 

could easily drift into becoming dictatorial. 

 

The-Two Party System: 

It could safely be said that the two-party system is a British contribution to 

political theory. This assertion is arrived at because of the fact that in Britain, there is 

usually the party in power and the opposition party. It should be noted however that in a 

two-party system, it does not mean that only two political parties are to operate in the 

state. The constitution allows for more than two political parties to operate but in Britain, 

the two-party system means that there are to be two parties in parliament, the party or 

coalition parties in power, and the opposition party. The party in power forms the 

government and it is responsible for policies. The opposition party criticizes the party in 

power with a view to displacing it by constitutional means. In Britain, the two dominant 

political parties are the labour party and the conservative party. These two political 

parties have dominated the British political scene over the years. 

Apart from the British variant of the two-party system, there is also the American 

variant. In the United States of America, two political parties, the Republican Party and 

the Democratic Party have come to dominate the political scene in the country over the 

years. These two political parties are known to alternate themselves in government. There 

is no official opposition party in the United States. The country is now said to be 

operating a two-party system not because there is an official opposition party, but 

because only two political parties have naturally evolved to dominate the political scene 

and whose ideologies have been accepted by the American people. Other political parties 

in the USA have been relegated to the background by the two dominant political parties. 

From the foregoing, a two-party system may be defined as a political system in 

which there is a political party in power and an official opposition party to serve as a 

check, or a situation in which two political parties have emerged to dominate the political 

scene thereby relegating other political parties to the background. In Nigeria, the Peoples 

Democratic Party (PDP) and the All Progressive Congress (APC) have started to evolve 

as the dominant political parties in the country. If this persists for very many years to 

come, Nigeria will join the League of Nations operating the two-party system. During the 

botched third republic in Nigeria, the military government of General Ibrahim Babangida 

officially created two political parties – the National Republican Convention (NRC), and 

the Social Democratic Party (SDP). Elections were conducted into all the elective 

positions except the office of the president. The presidential election was conducted on 

June 12th, 1993. However, as the election results were being announced, with the SDP 

candidate having a clear lead, the military dictator at the time halted further 

announcements of the results and went ahead to annual the presidential election. The 

crisis that followed led to General Ibrahim Bababgida stepping out of power and went on 

voluntary retirement. 
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The Multi-Party System 

This is a political system in which the constitution recognizes and permits as 

many political parties as possible to operate in a country. The multi-party is regarded as 

the best party system for a country with multi-ethnic, multi-religious and multi-cultural 

society. Nigeria is a good example of such a country hence she is referred to as a plural 

society. 

Oyeneye, Onyenwenu and Olosunde (2001) stated that the multi-party system is 

one in which more than two political parties are allowed to operate and compete for 

gaining political power in a country. The multi-party system might develop in either of 

two ways: (a) In an orderly manner in which the number of parties and their growth in 

number could be easily predicted, and (b) In a free manner in which new parties could be 

formed any time and so the number of parties could not be easily determined. Examples 

of multi-party systems are Italy, France, Switzerland and Nigeria. 

According to Heywood (2007), a multi-party system is characterized by 

competition amongst more than two parties, reducing the chances of single-party 

government and increasing the likelihood of coalitions. However, Heywood believes that 

it is difficult to define multi-party systems in terms of the number of major parties, as 

such systems sometimes operate through coalitions including smaller parties that are 

specifically designed to exclude larger parties from government. This is precisely what 

happened to the French communist party (Parti Communiste Francais or PCF) in the 

1950s, and to the Italian Communist Party (PCI) throughout its existence. If the 

likelihood of coalition government is the index of multi-partyism, this classification 

contains a number of subcategories. 

Flowing from the above, Satori (1976), had distinguished between two types of 

multi-party system which he termed the moderate and polarized pluralist systems. In this 

categorization, moderate pluralism exists in countries such as Belgium, the Netherlands 

and Norway, where ideological differences between major parties are slight and where 

there is a general inclination to form coalitions and move towards the middle ground 

(Nigeria fall under this category). Polarized pluralism, on the other hand, exists when 

more marked ideological differences separate major parties, some of which adopt an anti-

system stance. The existence of electorally strong communist parties, as in France, Italy 

and Spain until the 1990s, or of significant facist movements, such as the Movimento 

Sociale Italiano (MSI) (reborn in 1995 as the ‘Post-Facist’ Alleanza Nazionale), provided 

evidence of polarized pluralism. 

 

Formation of Political Parties in Nigeria 

Having defined the terms in the topic under discussion, let us examine the 

formation of political parties in Nigeria with a view to ascertaining if the parties were 

formed based on nationalistic tendencies or ethnic consideration. 

The first political party formed in Nigeria was the Nigerian National Democratic 

Party (NNDP) in 1923. This was during the colonial period. It was formed in response to 

the Sir Hugh Clifford constitution of 1922 which introduced the elective principles for 
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the first time in Nigerian politics. Although it was called a National Democratic Party, its 

activities were limited to Lagos and Calabar. It was founded and led by late Herbert 

Macaulay. 

Other political parties that were formed during the colonial period on whose 

hands the independent Nigeria was placed were: The Nigerian Youth Movement (NYM), 

the National Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC), the Action Group (AG), 

and The Northern People’s Congress (NPC). There were other mushroom political parties 

such as NEPU which dominated Kano politics during the first Republic, UMBC, UNIP, 

DP, among others. These early political parties did not have a national outlook except the 

NCNC which also later became withdrawn to dominate the Eastern Region Politics. Most 

of the Mushroom political parties died a natural death before independence as they were 

not able to make any meaningful input at independence.  

The dominant political parties were the NCNC, the AG, and the NPC. The 

NCNC was formed in 1944. According to Haruna (2012), the Nigerian Union of Students 

(NUS) which had earlier been founded in 1939, and which by 1943 had three branches in 

urban centres outside Lagos, played an important role in organizing the Ojokoro rally 

which took place in 1943. The rally created more political awareness in the youths in 

particular and Nigerians in general. By the following year, in August 1944, a group of 

students and ex-students of Kings College, Lagos, who were prominent members of NUS, 

paid a visit to Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe to inform him that the youths of Nigeria were ready 

for militant nationalism but that the problem they have was that of leadership. At 

Azikiwe’s suggestion, and with the strong support from his press (Pilot and Comet), the 

students called a conference in Lagos and invited all political organizations in the country 

(including NYM who declined to attend) for the purpose of organizing a “national 

council” to weld the multi-ethnic people of Nigeria into one solid block. 

Consequently, on August 26, 1944, the inaugural meeting of the conference was held in 

Glover Memorial Hall. At the inaugural meeting, the following was resolved. “Believing 

our country is rightly entitled to liberty and prosperous life … and determined to work in 

unity for the realization of our ultimate goal of self-government within the British Empire, 

we hereby bind ourselves together forming the Nigeria National Council (NNC)” 

(Coleman, 1958). 

There were some Cameroonian Associations in Lagos who had the desire to 

affiliate with the NNC… They were allowed to affiliate and the name of NNC was 

changed to reflect the new developments. The name became the National Council of 

Nigeria and the Cameroons (NCNC). Thus, NCNC started as a national political party as 

two trade unions, two political parties, four literary societies, eight professional 

associations, eleven social clubs and one hundred and one tribal unions from different 

parts of the country were founding members. 

Unlike the NCNC whose founding membership cut across different ethnic 

nationalities, the formation of the Action Group (AG) was by the Yoruba ethnic group. 

Haruna (2012) aver that the AG was formed out of a cultural organization called the Egbe 

Omo Oduduwa. It started in 1945 when a small group of students of Yoruba origin 

studying in the United Kingdom founded a Pan-Yoruba cultural organization in London. 
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The name Egbe Omo Oduduwa is translated to mean “the society of the descendants of 

Oduduwa”. Oduduwa is believed to be the mythical founder of the Yoruba people. One 

of the founders of this cultural organization was Obafemi Awolowo. In March 1951, the 

Egbe Omo Oduduwa was transformed into a party known as Action Group (AG) 

(Coleman, 1958). 

The formation of the Northern People’s Congress (NPC) was not as a result of 

the quest for national unity against colonial rule. As noted by Haruna (2012), the 

formation of the NPC was not as a result of northern nationalism that spring up out of 

northern political consciousness to fight for independence. It was as a result of an attempt 

to resist and prevent southern political domination of the north. As also noted by 

Coleman (1958), “Southern nationalists have stirred the north out of its lethargy. The 

awakening has been largely a reaction to southern prodding, and not the result of a 

spontaneous self-generated northern consciousness. Certainly, it did not come from a 

feeling of common identity with the South”. 

When Mallam Aminu Kano returned to Nigeria in 1947, he and a few others 

from the small European-educated group (Dr. A.E.B. Dikko, Mallam Balewa, and Malam 

Yahaya Gusau), began to plan a Pan-Northern cultural organization. As a result of 

subsequent discussions, which included some leaders of the northern Teachers 

Association, the Northern People’s Congress (NPC) (Hausa: Jam’iyyar Mutanen Arewa) 

was formally inaugurated at a conference in Kano in December, 1948. 

These three major political parties dominated the politics in the three regions 

before and after independence till the collapse of the first republic. While the NCNC 

controlled the Eastern Region, the AG the Western Region, and NPC the Northern 

Regions. They were all predominantly ethnic based political parties. In the second 

republic, the NPC metamorphosed into National Party of Nigeria (NPN), the NCNC into 

Nigeria People’s Party (NPP) and AG into Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN). Although NPN 

had a fairly National outlook, its primary base was the North, while NPP and UPN had 

their strong holds in the East and West of Nigeria. The two party-structure of the third 

republic – NRC and SDP which tended to unite the different ethnic groups politically 

were not nurtured to maturity. In the fourth republic, the number of political parties in 

Nigeria have risen astronomically to 91. 

 

Ethnic Influence on the Dynamics and Performances of Political Parties in Nigeria 

During the colonial period and the first republic, ethnic influence on the 

dynamics and performance of political parties was very strong. The NPC which was 

formed and led by the Northerners dominated the politics of the Northern Region, 

producing the premier of the region and also controlling overwhelming majority in the 

Northern House of Assembly. The same goes for the NCNC and AG who also dominated 

the Eastern and Western regions respectively. 

However, with the introduction of presidentialism by the 1979 constitution, the 

stage was set for a presidential candidate to have the whole country as his constituency. 

Five political parties were registered by the Federal Electoral Commission (FEDECO). 
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They include the National Party of Nigeria (NPN), the Unity Party of Nigeria (UPN), the 

Nigeria People’s Party (NPP), the Great Nigeria People’s Party (GNPP) and the People’s 

Redemption Party (PRP). As said earlier, the NPC evolved into the NPN while the 

NCNC and AG evolved into NPP and UPN respectively. These parties continued to 

dominate the dynamics of political activities in the North, the East and in the West. The 

GNPP was a splitter from NPP while Mallam Aminu Kano NEPU evolved into the PRP 

to continue its dominance in the Kano politics. 

Thus, right from the Colonial period through the first republic up to the second 

republic in Nigeria, ethnic affiliation has been the major factor for party loyalty. The 

aborted third republic witnessed the official two party system in which for the first time, 

ethnicism ceases to be relevant in Nigerian politics as a candidate from the South (South-

West) defeated a candidate from the North (North-West) in his home state. 

From the foregoing, it is clear that apart from the 1993 election (NRC and SDP), 

all other elections preceding 1993 displayed ethnic influence in voting behaviour. Nigeria 

has been a country yearning for national integration. The multi-party system as practiced 

in Nigeria has been such that perpetuate divisiveness. The Hausas have always identified 

with the “Hausa party”, the Ibos with the “Ibo party” and the Yorubas with the “Yoruba 

party”. Due to historical and financial factors, the “Hausa Party” have often have a way 

to ‘Capture’ the minorities within the Yoruba and Ibo areas to make the party to have 

what looks like a national outlook. Hence they have often been able to meet a near 

Constitutional Provision (1979 election) or an outright winner of the presidential ticket, 

the ethnic background of the presidential candidate notwithstanding. 

Thus, the one-party system in Nigeria would easily be dictatorial going by the 

low level of political culture attained in this country. It is therefore not a viable option. 

Similarly, the multi-party system has been abused in Nigeria as a result of the consistent 

ethnic affiliation to political parties. This brings us to the question of the way forward.  

 

Way Forward for Party System in Nigeria 

Nigeria being a plural society, it would appear that the multi-party system is the 

best option. But due to the level of the development of the political culture of the country, 

the multi-party system has been abused. As at last count, Nigeria has 91 registered 

political parties. The Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC) recently made 

an announcement that any political association that meets the requirement for party 

registration would be registered. By this commencement, it means we could still expect 

more. 

As a country bedeviled by vicious pluralistic tendencies with the attendant 

antagonistic contradictions, the state has to put in place structures that would eliminate or 

play down on this divisiveness. For example, the Muslims and Christians have often 

engaged in explosive conflicts that have often resulted in wanton destruction of lives and 

properties. Some ethnic groups have often threatened that it was their turn to produce the 

president of this country. Others have alleged that development is concentrated on certain 

areas of the country to the exclusion of certain areas. The list is endless. A country with 

this reality starring at its face, effort must be made to bring all together to join hands in 
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the resolutions of the country’s problems. A two-party system structure will bring the 

Muslims, Christians, Pagans, free thinkers, Ibos, Hausas, Yorubas, Ibibios, Fulani, Benis, 

Idomas, Etsakos, Tiva, Biroma and all to work together under the banner of one political 

party. If a set of this conglomeration is in one party, and the other set in the second 

political party, Nigerians would on the long run be cemented together as one people. 

 

Why a Two-party System  

Recent studies carried out showed that Nigerians are not comfortable with the 

multiplicity of political parties like we have them today. Haruna (2015) conducted a 

survey of the three major ethnic groups in Nigeria – Hausa/Fulani, Ibo and Yoruba, as 

well as the minority ethnic groups. His findings are as stated below: 

 

“On the number of political parties that can bring a more stable polity in Nigeria 

(Question 18 on the questionnaire), the following responses were received 

 

One political party  ----------------- 6.25% 

As many political parties as possible ----------- 7.5% 

Five political parties ---------------------------- 9.25% 

Four political parties -------------------------------- 11.25% 

Three political parties ----------------------------- 16.75% 

Two political parties -------------------------------- 44.25% 

 

The responses above suggest that Nigerians do not want a one-party system. 

They also do not want as many political parties as possible which is what obtains at 

present. It is obvious that Nigerians believe a very limited number of political parties 

would bring about a more stable polity, with a preference for a two-party system.  It 

should be noted that 4.75% did not respond to the question”. 

 

Why not a Multi-party System 

The multi-party system as operational in Nigeria is detrimental to Nigeria polity for 

the following reasons: 

1. Nigeria being a third world country do not have a mature political culture, hence her 

inability to manage the multi-party system. 

2. Ninety-one (91) political parties in a country would confuse the electorate. Every 

political party is supposed to be identified with a particular ideology. What are the 

ideologies of the 91political parties that the electorate have to choose from? 

3. So much resources are wasted by the government on the numerous political parties. 

Imagine the long ballot papers printed by INEC for the conduct of the 2019 general 

elections. Seventy-three (73) political parties contested in the election. Huge 

resources were used in printing the ballot papers to contain 73 presidential 

candidates. 
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4. A nation that has 73 presidential candidates would appear as a mockery of democracy 

to the outside world. The electorate would have a big problem choosing a candidate 

from amongst 73 contestants. 

5. The margin of thuggery, political violence and inter-party conflicts is widened when 

there are too many political parties contesting for the same position. 

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The beauty of democracy has been appreciated by all the continents of the world. 

But the concept of democracy has not been easy to define. Thus, the British system of 

democracy is different from that of America. The Chinese democracy is different from 

that of Germany, and so on. Thus, each nation of the earth has developed the kind of 

democracy suitable for her people that would lead to the achievement of desired goals of 

the people. In the same vein, Nigeria should evolve the type of democracy that would 

best suit our needs and act as a catalyst to achieve those things which Nigeria need as a 

nation, such as national integration and rapid development which in the past has eluded 

this nation. One of such structure is the two-party system. This paper therefore 

recommends a two-party system for this country. It is also recommended that the 

Nigerian state should conduct an elaborate research to confirm the outcome of the 

doctorial research work as reported in this paper. 
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